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Abstract 
This paper interrogates local South African news media coverage of environmental 
issues affecting the poor and marginalized, particularly in regard to issues such as 
pollution, water contamination and the destruction of natural habitats. As such, this 
study focuses on content from The Weekend Post and The Herald from 2010 onwards. 
Issues such as pollution, in its various forms (air, water and land), are often under 
reported and not discussed. Essentially, these issues become matters about which little-
to-nothing is done, particularly when it affects the poor. This notion of ‘dumping’ or 
moving environmental issues to affect poorer or disadvantaged people (normally of 
colour), is known as ‘environmental racism’. This paper will explore the media’s role in 
regard to these environmental issues and how it depicts, emphasizes or de-emphasizes 
the importance and urgency of these issues, especially those issues affecting poor or 
working class people.  
 
Keywords 
Environmental issues, Poor, Low Income Earners, Pollution, Media Framing, Downs’s 
Issue-attention Cycle, The Weekend Post, The Herald. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Introduction 
The aim of this study is to explore the manner in which local (Nelson Mandela Bay), 
newspapers report on environmental issues, particularly those affecting the poor in the 
Nelson Mandela Bay region. This will involve the analysis of past reporting from local 
newspapers, namely The Herald and The Weekend Post, for a five year period (January 
2010 - November 2014). The analysis will explore the nature of newspaper coverage of 
environmental issues and to acquire insight into the type of environmental issues that 
are present as well as the frequency with which they are reported on by these 
publications. The study will further explore the demographics of the population affected 
by such issues and the manner in which these issues become promulgated to greater 
awareness of the rest of the population. 
The reasons underlying the choice of both the The Herald and The Weekend 
Post as subjects of analysis are twofold; firstly, both are well-established and 
recognized news sources. According to Matomela (2012), The Herald has a readership 
of 278 000, while The Weekend Post has approximately 294 000 readers, according to 
statistics recorded in 2009 and 2010. According to AMPS 2010 (in Matomela, 2012), the 
average The Herald and The Weekend Post reader has a monthly income of R7 480 
and 56% of these readers are from the upper middle class. 
 Times Media (2014) indicates that “[c]urrently The Herald has the biggest daily 
readership of all offerings in the Port Elizabeth metropolis.” Secondly, both newspapers 
readers are arguably predominantly English speaking, moderate to well-educated, 
literate people. This means that the local newspapers do not cater for the majority of the 
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area’s population, which predominantly does not fall under these categories (educated, 
English speaking). This impression will allow the research to identify traces of what 
Chavis (in Ewall, 2013) terms “environmental racism”, which refers to “[the manner in 
which] black communities are targeted in the sense that environmental issues are 
dumped and left with them,” in The Herald and The Weekend Post coverage. If 
occurring, environmental racism will be evident in the press through essentially 
‘ignoring’ problems that do not affect their mainstream audience, even if the issues that 
are not being reported are life-threatening.  
Since the majority of The Herald and The Weekend Post readers are not the 
ones essentially suffering by environmental issues, the study will look to find if these 
paper’s cover issues (specifically environmental) that do not necessarily affect them. In 
other words, the study aims to identify traces of environmental racism, recognizing it as 
the notion in which issues of the environment are essentially left with poorer, lower 
income societies.  The Weekend Post and The Herald are a part of Times Media, which 
also publishes The Sunday Times. Fourie (2009) describes The Sunday Times as 
traditionally ‘white’ press. One can therefore argue that both The Herald and The 
Weekend Post should fall under this category (‘white’ press) given their ownership. 
Furthermore, since they share the same publisher, it is arguable that they share a 
similar ideology and frame of reference and that the manner in which their news content 
is reported shares certain characteristics. As such, since this is a predominantly ‘white 
press’ reporting on issues, particularly environmental and anthropogenic issues 
affecting the poor, coverage may be scarce to non-existent as one could assume that 
many of these issues do not affect the majority of the paper's audience.  
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Since this study is partially an analysis of framing together with representation 
and agenda-setting, the content of the newspapers will be closely examined in 
conjunction with Downs’s hypotheses, regarding his issue-attention cycle. This cycle 
suggests that environmental news stories, particularly those focused on environmental 
issues go under a repetitive cycle with regard to their coverage in the media. Downs’s 
theory describes the initial ‘hype’ the issues create when they are discovered and, 
ultimately, the gradual decline of interest by the public. Identifying the stage that these 
local (The Herald and The Weekend Post) newspapers are on in terms of the Downs’s 
issue-attention cycle will suggest how current environmental news stories are being 
framed, and analyse how they have – or have not – changed over the past five years.  
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1.1  Introduction to the study 
1.1.1 Introduction 
Since the study focuses on the media (print media specifically), a discussion of the role 
of the media during the pre to post-apartheid era, specifically with regard to 
environmental issues, would assist in the approach towards analyzing the research 
topic. This would allow one to see if the oppressive method by which the media was 
previously controlled still affects how issues are reported on today.  Taking 
consideration of how current environmental issues are covered in South Africa, 
especially at a local level, is essential for the study. 
An analysis of the media’s coverage of environmental issues can be understood and 
studied with greater clarity by examining the notion of framing, what it is and what its 
affects are. Analyzing and understanding the Downs’s issue-attention cycle will also 
allow one to apply it to the relevant newspaper articles. This will not only indicate where 
local newspapers (The Herald and The Weekend Post) stand in regards to the stages in 
the cycle, but also enable the researcher to analyse how framing plays a role in the 
current stage of the cycle. 
 
1.1.2 Media coverage: apartheid South Africa (around 1960 - 1994)  
Racism in the media is not limited to South Africa. Croteau, Hoynes and Milan 
(2012:185) suggest that the media industry in general has predominantly been 
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controlled and run by white, middle-upper class men and that media content has largely 
reflected their perspectives on the world. 
News coverage during the Apartheid era was very controlled and ‘limited’ by 
censorship laws, as it was intended for whites only and critical in maintaining apartheid. 
Hachten and Giffard (1984: 262) propose that other racial groups accessing this white 
intended media were, essentially, eavesdropping. Blacks were suppressed and 
systematically denied access to media representation with regard to national and 
international news. ‘Black media’ that leaned towards active politics were likely to be 
suppressed (Hachten and Giffard, 1984: 263). 
The language barriers also made media coverage challenging, even in post-
apartheid South Africa. Due to the diversity and the fact that South Africa has 11 
different official languages, reaching the various language groups proves challenging. 
During apartheid, with whites in charge, Afrikaans and English were the main spoken 
languages in formal and recognized institutions. Due to the fact that the media 
accommodated whites during apartheid, English was, and remains, the main language 
of reportage and, according to Hachten and Giffard (1984: 263), it will remain to be the 
‘dominant’ language for newspapers, “since it serves not only the whites but as a lingua 
franca for diverse black groups.” 
 
1.1.3 Environmental news coverage in South Africa 
McDonald (2002:312) highlights that under the apartheid regime, little to no attention 
and effort was given to environmental issues or environmentalism. He states that 
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“[u]nder colonial and apartheid rule, numerous black South Africans were moved from 
their ancestral lands…large sums of money were spent preserving wildlife, while 
millions of people lived without adequate food, shelter, and clean water” (McDonald, 
2002:312). While the notion of conservation such as the building and running of large 
game parks was in place, environmental issues affecting the wellbeing of the oppressed 
were not considered. These previously disadvantaged people are under the safeguard 
of South Africa’s democracy since 1994. Section 24 of the new South African 
constitution (1996), regarding the environment, states that  
 -Everyone has the right- 
a) To an environment that is not harmful to their health or well-being; and 
b) To have the environment protected, for the benefit of present and future 
generations, through reasonable legislative and other measures that – 
i. Prevent pollution and ecological degradation; 
ii. Promote conservation; and 
iii. Secure ecologically sustainable development and use of natural 
resources while promoting justifiable economic and social 
development. 
 
Therefore, the fact that many of the solutions to these issues are being ignored, or 
delayed, even while game parks and wildlife sanctuaries are catered for, suggests a 
bias or racism and that the power/money is in the hands of those who do not 
accommodate for the well-being of the entire country. 
McDonald (in Smith, 2005) further discusses the concept of ‘environmental 
justice’ which he states “involves incorporating environmental issues into the broader 
intellectual and institutional framework of human rights and democratic accountability.” 
This suggests that the notion of environmental justice is not up for debate or in the 
minds of people in intellectual institutions such as businesses, or tertiary educational 
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establishments. Thus the infrastructure, money and solutions required to combat 
environmental racism are never brought to the table. 
Critical research on the role of the media and its coverage of the environment in 
the South African context is a limited area of work. Given that coverage of 
environmental issues is itself shadowed by what many might call “important news” or 
more “relevant” news, there seems to be a dearth of literature to draw from in order to 
advance knowledge of the subject. As such, this study will make use of media framing 
and representation to foreground the issues of the current trend of South African news 
and the environment and will, from this, chart a trajectory towards theorizing on the 
issues that come with the current frames – or lack thereof. From this, the study creates 
links between the current environmental agenda and the role its framing plays in the 
manner in which news of the environment is presented (or not presented) in the local 
South African Media, with regard to the poor. 
  Within the parameters of news values, matters of the environment are not 
afforded a lot of attention as they do not typically fall within these values except in 
instances where there is an immediate threat to humans or ecosystems. Tokoev (in 
Toralieva, 2011) describes how “[t]he environment is covered well by media in 
developed countries with better living conditions [as] there are more important problems 
to deal with.” This suggests that environmental issues are not deemed as ‘important’ 
problems in developing countries, such as South Africa for example. This could be 
because the damage caused by many environmental issues is not immediate but rather 
unpleasant, such as a leaking pipe. However, it could also refer to environmental issues 
on a larger scale, such as pollution caused by the burning of fossil fuels, which is also 
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seen as a ‘long-term’ problem. South Africa, being a developing country in many areas 
could fall under this category as its high crime and HIV rates could, for example, be 
classified as ‘more important problems’. Simply speaking, issues of the environment are 
just not at the top of the list of news priorities. Furthermore, Raj and Sreekumar (2011) 
suggest that while the idea of environmentalism may not be new, everyone is familiar 
with some aspect of it, public awareness of it has been submerged and emerged many 
times through global media.  
However, when it comes to media reporting, issues of financial implications are 
also considered. There is a sense of commercialism in global media in that whatever is 
likely to produce more financial rewards is what is covered. Raj and Sreekumar 
furthermore suggest that, 
it shows that the contemporary media’s interest of informing and educating the public is 
greatly orientated in increasing ratings and thus the corporation’s income… Since the 
global media is a commercialized enterprise, business interests play a crucial role in the 
representation of environmental issues. Large businesses, especially in the energy and 
transportation sector have long been hostile towards action on environmental issues due 
to the obvious fact that it is bad for business (Raj and Sreekumar, 2011: 2).  
 
The lack of income derived from coverage of the environment is possibly one of 
the factors that contribute to the lack of such news in the public media. This lack of 
coverage has become a contested space, with environmentalists trying to convince, 
persuade and win the minds of the public for support. Raj and Sreekumar state that 
contemporary society lives in a “mass culture” in which the media is a great influence on 
the sustainability of lifestyles today. The agendas of nations and people are set by the 
media. Muddiman, Stroud and McCombs (2014) propose that following 9/11, for 
example, many agendas were influenced with regard to national security and the threat 
Page | 9 
  
of terrorism. This influence has been recognized by environmentalists, such as Al Gore, 
who try to gain access to societies through the power of the media. Ahern (2012) 
suggests that “[w]hole environmental attitudes are expressed at an individual level, they 
are generated and shaped within a unique social context […] This has led 
environmental sociologists and psychologists to expand models of environmental 
behavior and decision making to include social contextual variables.” An Inconvenient 
Truth 2009 is a great example of how Al Gore used this documentary to publicize his 
concerns regarding the polar icecaps melting. Gore’s work on environmental issues 
further aided the green movement. Clift (2006) describes how An Inconvenient Truth 
2009 was thrust into the media spotlight and how Gore became one of the main 
representatives and role models leading the green movement. Gore’s An Inconvenient 
Truth 2009 earned him a Noble Peace Prize. During his prize-giving speech he stated 
that “science is warning us that if we do not […] quickly reduce the global warming 
pollution that is trapping so much of the heat our planet normally radiates back out of 
the atmosphere, we are in danger of creating a permanent “carbon summer” (Gore, 
2007). Gore gave a few emotive statistics, urging that people could still do something 
about it if global efforts were made quickly. However one could suggest that little effort 
is being made in that regard.  
There is a sense that the environmentalists know what needs to be done and 
societies would be willing to do their bit if more awareness was raised about 
environmental issues. The problem comes in with the media (or lack thereof) and its 
role in exposing issues related to the environment.  
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It is this paper’s position that environmental issues are not adequately addressed 
within the South African public sphere, especially with regard to the poor. As such, the 
amount of attention afforded environmental matters by the South African media is 
reflective of the greater attitude present within the South African public sphere. Such a 
claim is not far-fetched as journalism is the work of journalists who are themselves 
citizens first and are wont to operate within the prevailing discourse. McNair (1998:6) 
puts it thus: “[j]ournalism, therefore, like any other narrative which is the work of human 
agency, is essentially ideological – a communicative vehicle for the transmission to an 
audience (internationally or otherwise) not just of facts but of the assumptions, attitudes, 
beliefs and values of its maker(s), drawn from and expressive of a particular world 
view.”  
However, a cultural bias exists in regard to environmental issues specific to 
South Africa. McDonald (2002) suggests that “[f]unding and organizational issues are 
also a factor here, with historically white, suburban environmental groups accounting for 
the lion’s share of financial resources and organizational capacity, while most township 
based environmental groups struggle to make ends meet, often breaking up after a few 
years of effort.” Arguably, this could also affect the attitudes of journalists with regard to 
reporting on these issues. Since the ‘lion’s share’ of the finances and resources are in 
favor of the minority, more attention is focused on other pressing issues. 
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1.1.4 Environmental Racism  
1.1.4.1 Defining Environmental Racism 
Ewall (2013:6) describes how racism is difficult to trace or detect: “[r]acial discrimination 
is rarely, if ever admitted. Instead, it is often rationalized under some other seemingly 
racially neutral guise, making it difficult to ferret out” (Ewall, 2013:6).  This ‘avoidance’ of 
the issue can be seen in issues regarding the environment, in-which people chose to 
ignore the issues, whether they intend to or not. As touched on before, the term 
“environmental racism” was formulated by Chavis (cited in Ewall 2013) in reference to 
how environmental issues such as pollution (factory air pollution, for example) and 
illegal dumping are essentially targeted at poorer communities (normally communities of 
colour). While Bullard (2001) defines environmental racism as “any policy, practice, or 
directive that differentially affects or disadvantages (whether intended or unintended) 
individuals, groups, or communities based on race or colour.” 
Ewall (2013: 4) states that studies were conducted during the 1980s to explore 
the connection between environmental issues and the communities affected. He 
surmised that “the vast majority have shown a trend toward low-income communities 
and especially communities of colour being unfairly burdened with excessive pollution 
from a variety of polluting industries and chemical exposures… affirming the 
understanding of an environmental racism trend” (Ewall, 2013:4). This trend is most 
likely taking place in South Africa, even on a local (Nelson Mandela Bay) scale. An 
example of this would be the nearby townships which are not too far from industrial 
factories and plants such as the Zwide Township and the Swartkops community.  
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Since environmental racism affects communities of colour, one could suggest 
that an example of this is Chari’s (2008:65) study of the Coloured community of 
Wentworth in Durban. This study describes how industrial giant refineries near the 
community have been the main cause of general ill-health amongst its members. While 
having industrial factories nearby may potentially provide a substantial amount of work 
for many people in the surrounding areas, negatively affecting the health of the 
communities goes against section 24 of the South African Bill of Rights which states 
that “Everyone has the right to an environment that is not harmful to their health or 
wellbeing” (The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996). The nearby 
communities may also not realize that they have a say in upholding these rights, and do 
not have to be ‘forced’ to live in communities that are hazardous due to the pollution 
from industrial factories. To illustrate how it can affect the wellbeing of people, Carnie (in 
Chari, 2008) reported an increased rate of leukemia in children under the age of ten in 
Merebank (a nearby community under the same circumstances); this community was 
referred to as ‘cancer alley’. Clearly, the conditions of communities near to 
environmental hazards such as polluting industrial refineries are more than unfavorable. 
Sparks (2004) states that “[h]istorical research on pollution politics shows how older 
environmental activism from the white population on the nearby Bluff had the pernicious 
effect of pushing the brunt of industrial pollution onto the segregated black communities 
of South Durban.” The advantaged communities (white suburban areas) push the 
issues onto the disadvantaged who, essentially, don’t respond or retaliate. Chari (2008) 
describes how environmentalism is seen as an alien language and in a sense feel that it 
cannot help them out of their situation. Likewise, Bullard (2001) suggests that it is due to 
Page | 13 
  
historical, political and social alienation that people of colour tend not to ‘fight back’. Low 
and Gleeson (in Adams, 2010) put forward that “in economic terms, it is logical to locate 
hazardous pollution where costs are low, where the poor are willing to accept low levels 
of compensation; thus community leaders are faced with the dilemma of trading their 
people’s environmental health in return for basic material security.” Alternatively, there 
are other pressing matters that disadvantaged communities have to contend with, such 
as violence, rape, HIV/AIDS and unemployment. In a sense, compared to these 
concerns, environmental issues may not have as much of an ‘immediate’ or direct 
effect. This almost gives a pass to the various oppressions that exist in low income 
areas. 
This is where the notion of environmental justice comes in. Dickinson (2012: 61) 
suggests that “environmental justice activists began questioning the whiteness of the 
traditional environmental movement and how environmentalism has failed to make 
social justice issues such as racism and poverty a priority alongside the environment.” 
Essentially, environmental justice aims to rectify the wrongful ‘manner’ in which issues 
and matters of the environment affect people. 
 
1.1.4.2 The media’s role in environmental racism 
Bryant and Oliver, 2009  suggest how, “it should be no surprise that media use has 
been determined to play a meaningful role in the development of racial/ethnic cognitions 
and intergroup behaviors.” This could essentially be reflected in the broadcasting and 
issuing of environmental racism; however it arguably does not appear, at least not often. 
Hachten and Giffard (1984: 263) suggest that “media usage in South Africa is strongly 
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influenced by demography – a population characterized by wide diversity in race, 
culture, language, and religion.” 
Since there is arguably little to no environmental coverage, especially within 
South Africa, one could suggest that this is where social media begins to have 
influence. Social media is a suggestible platform from which the public is able to voice 
their opinions and beliefs. One is able to share concerns and thoughts by writing blogs, 
participating in groups such as Facebook environmental groups and so forth, which is 
also the domain of the middle class. This allows topics such as environmental issues to 
gain publicity. However, as Croteau, Hoynes and Milan (2012:320) suggest: “posting 
such support online requires little effort and may be detached from any real 
commitment. This kind of political activity bears little resemblance to off-line political 
activity in support of environmental protection, such as educating others about issues, 
participating in a demonstration, or changing your lifestyle by riding a bike instead of 
using your car. In addition, much online activism is individual rather than collective; you 
just click a few buttons to sign an electronic petition, send a prefabricated letter to your 
Congressperson, or make a donation – but this often involves little, if any, commitment 
to ongoing political participation.” This notion is referred to as ‘Slacktivism’ – in which a 
person may feel involved by signing up to an online activist group, but does not 
physically commit to the cause. One can find many environmental movements online 
that have fallen into this category.  
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1.1.5 Defining and understanding the poor and low income earners in South 
Africa 
Since this paper refers to classifications such as race, status and makes references to 
terms such as “poor”, “oppressed” and “marginalized”, clarification is needed in order to 
understand exactly what the researcher is referring to in the use of these terms. 
South Africa is a country in which discussion and reference to race and class 
classification and conditions occur on a regular basis, undoubtedly due to the severe 
oppression brought about by apartheid. While references to race and social status can 
still be sensitive to address, it is relatively unavoidable when addressing issues 
regarding oppression, poverty, injustice and marginalization, for example.  
When referring to the poor in South Africa, one is generally referring to people 
earning and relying on the minimum wage for a living, if earning that at all. The gap 
between rich and poor in South Africa is great. On the one hand, there are world class 
institutions, and facilities such as Cape Town’s Waterfront or Johannesburg’s Nelson 
Mandela Square, while on the other, complete poverty and struggle exists in the 
country’s townships, where families depend on one working adult in the household 
earning minimum wages to cater for the entire family. This is what Beck (1990) refers to 
as “South Africa’s two worlds”, suggesting “two ways of life existing side by side in such 
a manner that even the humblest member of the one disposes of a daily income which 
is a high multiple of the income accruing to even the hardest working member of the 
other.”  
Thus, since environmental issues require so much input, work, financial aid and 
corporate interest  it seems ‘easier’ in a sense to ‘dump’ it on the step of the poorer, 
who have none of these, and do not have the power or influence to do anything about it. 
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As the current state of environmental coverage and the issues that beset it have 
been highlighted above, the following sections will focus on theories of media framing to 
extrapolate on how the current mode of coverage dictates the manner in which 
audiences respond to news about environmental issues. 
 
1.2 Research question 
How do The Herald and The Weekend Post publications cover – or not cover – the 
problems of the environment and environmental issues such as pollution and dumping, 
particularly those affecting the poor and lower income earners? 
 
1.3 Motivation and rationale of the study 
In South Africa, matters of the environment are often not afforded adequate attention in 
the media, both print and broadcast. Coverage of any environmental issue in South 
Africa is often reactionary, usually involving nature reserve matters, which are 
predominantly niche audience issues that include poaching, for example. The 
reactionary nature of this coverage means that any of the issues that may arise are not 
tracked as they develop. 
Often times, a lot of environmental issues affect poor and low income workers 
whose perspectives are not often covered or included in the media until the issue 
affects the middle to upper classes. One could argue that the press predominantly relies 
on ‘official sources’, thus not considering people who are directly affected by the issues. 
With reference to the Marikana situation, Duncan (2014) suggests that “the press 
Page | 17 
  
coverage provides a small, but telling snapshot of a broader problem in commercial 
media organizations that tend to take official sources of information more seriously than 
the voices of workers or the unemployed.” These are often people who are directly 
affected by the issues, and would be able to accurately account for them. However, 
their voices are scarcely heard, suggesting a social class bias or even a certain degree 
of racism. Duncan (2014) suggests that this could be due to the pressures of deadlines 
that journalists have to meet. Due to this, journalists tend to approach sources that have 
been validated by other media, whist avoiding untrusted sources that need to be 
validated; Duncan (2014) proposes that “[t]hese tendencies can give journalism a 
sameness that reduces the diversity of voices.”  
Another example of this media framing is possibly the gang violence in Port 
Elizabeth and how it has been framed by the media.  A gang violence story which was 
titled, “Three killed in gang shooting in PE suburb” (Algoa FM, 2014), in a local article, 
shocked the residents of Humewood (a middle to upper class suburb) as three were 
killed in an event related to gang violence. The story became a front page article in The 
Herald and was therefore widely discussed. Therefore, the article suggests the idea that 
gang violence is not a suburban issue, and has no place in Humewood. However, one 
could argue that tragic and violent events like that happen in less affluent parts of Port 
Elizabeth (such as Helenvale) regularly, however, the violence in these areas hardly 
receive the attention of the media or the concomitant ‘sympathy’ and scare from the 
public. Issues such as the above only seem to pass as ‘viable news’ when middle to 
upper class people are affected.  
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Studies that confront the representation of environmental issues are not 
necessarily a new area of research. However, the role of media and its part in the 
publicizing and promotion of environmental issues present opportunities of study since 
these are areas that have gaps in research, particularly in South Africa. This is 
suggestive of how the media and mass communication are platforms through which 
environmentalists are able to voice their concerns and issues to gain public support. 
Hansen (2009: 3) states that “since the emergence and rise of the modern 
environmental movement in the 1960s, the mass media have been a central public 
arena for publicizing environmental issues.” From this, it is deducible that the media 
have a vital role to play in publicising environmental matters and the manner in which 
reporting thereof takes place, including the ability to shape public opinion and attention 
afforded to any environmental matter that may arise.  
While media and the publicising of environmental issues seemingly go hand in 
hand, the opposite seems true in South Africa’s case as there is lack of coverage when 
it comes to environmental issues affecting the low income working class in the country. 
Environmental news is arguably not often adequately covered in South Africa nor is it 
readily available on television and in newspapers, on a daily basis. This suggests that 
environmental issues are not really critical, despite increased debates on global 
warming. Exceptions can be made in some cases for shows such as 50/50, for 
example, which air weekly in South Africa. However, one could again argue that the 
show is aimed at the ‘white’ middle class, airing on SABC 2, predominantly the 
Afrikaans channel – and mainly focuses on recreational environmental news such as 
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wildlife footage and photography – rather than more immediate anthropogenic issues 
that affect people.   
 While there are a number of possible reasons to account for the disparity in 
coverage, this paper contends that, for a great part, environmental issues are framed as 
the domain of the middle class and coverage is often limited to areas where this 
demography resides. Additionally, the lack of dedicated environmental journalism in the 
country also accounts for the lack of effective coverage.  
 
1.4 Research problem  
Since there is a deficit in the research on and coverage of the environment with regard 
to the poor in South Africa, particularly the Eastern Cape, this study aims to contribute 
to studies in this area by focusing on the framing of environmental matters in the 
Eastern Cape. Given that current media coverage implies that environmentalism is a 
‘topic’ or issue that is aimed at a specific demographic and a problem for only a few, it 
means that real and immediate environmental issues that affect the poor and low 
income earners will often not be adequately covered or afforded the attention they 
deserve, especially since many of these issues could be hazardous and often affect the 
well-being of these nearby people.  This highlights once more the issue of 
“environmental racism”, suggestive of how environmental issues are often framed as a 
‘white and middle class problem’ (Heinz, 2005). This therefore suggests that if 
environmental issues are caused by or affect people of ‘other’ classes or areas, they are 
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not adequately reported on, or to an extent cared about, since they do not directly 
impact middle class suburban areas. 
Raj and Sreekumar (2011: 7) state that environmentalism is, “[n]ot only forests 
and animals… but a wide range of issues come under it like climate change, Ozone 
depletion, Plastic dumping, Toxic wastes, etc. which is day by day, threatening the life 
of people”. In this sense, the simplistic idea of the environment as merely about 
‘pollution’ is reductive. This advances the idea that certain events are thus more 
newsworthy than others which again presents issues in the framing of news on the 
environment. Many middle upper class societies are in a sense living oblivious to 
environmental issues such as water pollution, illegal dumping and contamination, as 
they are not physically ‘seen’ on a day to day basis. These issues are not addressed 
very often in the typical newspaper or news report, although they are sometimes given 
dedicated column space. This column space gives the impression that these issues are 
the concern of special interest groups, in the same way that a motoring column might 
be, and therefore not of general or critical importance. However, these columns are also 
a space for the public to voice their opinions on the matter, and can oftentimes be the 
only trace of environmental news in that particular newspaper issue.  
Good (2008:239) raises the following questions regarding the manner in which 
environmental issues are framed: “What is the frequency of newspaper frames in each 
region that link climate issues with the potential causes of fossil fuels, greenhouse 
gases, and vehicles/cars/automobiles? What is the frequency of newspaper frames in 
each region that link the potential consequences of extreme weather, floods, forest fires, 
storms, and hurricanes with a changing climate?” Good could be suggesting that these 
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concerns and consequences of climate change are not afforded adequate attention with 
regards to media, specifically newspaper coverage. 
According to Downs (1972: 5), in order for a story or event to remain in the news, 
it needs to be dramatic and exciting, constantly evolving to entertain the public. Thus, 
news is fast paced and topical – continuously looking for new things to report on, 
whether or not these have any significance or a direct influence to the lives of 
audiences. Bennett (2002:10) suggests that news “has become a sort of instant 
historical record of pace, progress, problems and hopes of society.” Therefore, 
concerns such as environmental issues affecting the poor may come across as obvious 
or slow, when it comes to reporting it in the media.  
1.5 Research aims and objectives 
This study’s research question looks at how local media (The Herald and The Weekend 
Post) do or do not (adequately) represent environmental problems, particularly those 
affecting the poor or working class. It looks at “environmental racism” and the frames 
which are inherent in the coverage of environmental issues, and takes into 
consideration the audiences for whom such news is intended. 
Therefore, this study aims: 
 To examine how environmental issues are framed and represented in local South 
African media, The Herald and The Weekend Post in particular.  
 
 Analyse and apply Downs’s issue-attention cycle theory to current environmental 
coverage in The Herald and The Weekend Post. 
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1.6 Background and rationale  
This study looks at the coverage of environmental issues in The Herald and Weekend 
Post newspapers for the period of 2010-2014. Therefore, content from each section of 
the newspapers was scrutinized using the specified keywords approved for the study. 
Keywords were used to filter irrelevant content, whilst articles relevant to the research 
were then chosen to make up the findings for the study.  
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Chapter 2: Literature review and Theoretical framework  
Introduction: Framing Theory and agenda setting theory 
In order to gain an understanding of the study of print media with regard to 
environmental issues and the models (such as Downs’s issue-attention cycle) that are 
used to address it, it is important to analyse the various theories, relevant fields and 
models; namely, framing theory and agenda setting theory, environmental racism as 
well as Downs’s issue attention cycle. Since the study looks at environmental issue 
coverage from a media perspective, more specifically the local newspapers: The Herald 
and The Weekend Post, the following theories have been selected to gain a better 
understanding of the coverage or lack thereof, of environmental issues: 
Agenda setting theory: The belief of this field of study is that agenda setting was 
created to essentially tell people what and how to think about certain subjects and 
events (Black and Bryant, 1995).  Since the agenda setting theory looks at how the 
media affects public opinion and deciphers what the public ‘should’ think about, looking 
at environmental coverage (or a lack thereof) could suggest how the opinions or 
perceptions of the public are shaped (or not) with regard to environmental issues.  A 
‘lack of’ agenda setting could also, in a sense, emphasize how the media ‘deems’ 
environmental issues as unimportant, and therefore does not cover them.  The 
researcher believes that an understanding of this theory would be beneficial, as it 
applies not only to environmental issues in general, but traces of it may also be seen in 
the findings. 
Framing theory: The framing theory discusses the approach, angle or manner in 
which reporters report on an issue (Neuman, Just and Crigler 1992). The angle of 
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approach, or frame, in which the reporter decides to ‘tell’ a story could ultimately affect 
or influence the agendas and perceptions of its audience. By selecting an angle, 
reporters are able to round up facts they deem important and ‘tell’ it in a story like, 
relatable fashion to make the issue(s) more interesting. However, the frame which the 
reporter decides to use varies from person to person, as perceptions, morals and beliefs 
influence the decision made. Thus, each reporter approaches a story with his/her own 
ideology and, whether they are aware of it or not, views certain issues or facts in 
accordance with his/her perceptions. This is, in turn, the same for the audience 
‘receiving’ the story. The term ideology is defined by Croteau, Hoynes and Milan 
(2012:153) as 
a system of meaning that helps define and explain the world and that makes value 
judgments about that world. Ideology is related to concepts such as world-view, belief 
system, and values, but it is broader than those terms. It refers not only to the beliefs held 
about the world but also to the basic ways in which the world is defined. Ideology, then, is 
not just about politics; it has a broader and more fundamental connotation. 
 
Therefore, an understanding of framing theory would be vital when exploring the 
findings of the articles, as one would be able to examine trends (if any) that develop in 
the reporting of environmental news, by The Herald and The Weekend Post. The 
framing approach of the various environmental issues will suggest who the issues 
affect, who is reporting them and whether or not local environmental issues receive 
adequate coverage. Since framing theory is a fundamental part of the study, an 
application of Downs’s issue-attention cycle to the sourced articles would offer a 
practical approach as to how environmental issues are framed locally (by The Herald 
and The Weekend Post). 
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2.1 Agenda setting theory 
Croteau, Hoynes and Milan (2012:230) argue that the general public does not usually 
experience the events of public life firsthand, be it politics, natural disasters or social 
issues for example. Thus, general citizens rely on news media to keep in touch and up-
to-date with world events and news. Therefore, news has to be accurate and as 
relevant as possible, as this news is relied on. Croteau, Hoynes and Milan (2012:23) 
further suggest that “[c]itizens in a democracy need adequate information to make 
informed decisions and to take appropriate political action,” highlighting again the 
importance of accurate and relevant information to allow for the appropriate course of 
action for citizenry. World War I introduced the manipulative power of propaganda, 
broadening people’s perceptions of the power of the media. The USA’s ‘Uncle Sam’ 
was, for example, was the face of its wartime propaganda. Black and Bryant (1995) 
state that propaganda was used for “stirring up public opinion, bringing about a 
willingness to fight for what seems right.” Black and Bryant (2000) go on to describe 
how propaganda was used as “persuasion… [and] is masked as news or its sources are 
perverted or hidden… It is defined as media messages intended to influence public 
opinion.”  
 Therefore, agenda setting refers to the manipulation of or employing the opinions 
and perceptions of people towards a specific end. Cohen (in Croteau, Hoynes and 
Milan, 2012:232) state that agenda-setting is successful in telling readers what to think 
about. Thus, both sides (Allies and Axis) of the World Wars used this in the form of 
propaganda, essentially manipulating people to enlist as soldiers by appealing to 
emotions, particularly irrational fears. McQuail and Windahl (cited in Fourie, 2009: 238) 
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define agenda setting as “the media’s very powerful ability to focus public attention on 
specific issues.” According to Newbold (cited in Matomela, 2012), “it is generally 
accepted that the media does have an influence on perceptions, beliefs and, ultimately, 
on human behavior.” Thus, agenda setting can ultimately get people to think a certain 
way about particular topics or subjects which will influence their actions around these 
topics or subjects. Therefore, the lack of coverage or the elision of environmental issues 
from the media suggests to the audiences the non-importance of environmental issues. 
Consequently, audiences are not ‘being told’ to think about environmental issues, which 
subsequently affects actions or the lack thereof towards environmental issues. 
The Oscar Pistorius trial, for example, being in the media and a public spectacle 
for the greater part of 2014 not only made headlines, but has been trending on social 
media like Twitter and Facebook. One could confidently assume that there were far 
more stories involving the Oscar Pistorius trial than those covering environmental 
issues, which suggests the agenda setting power of the media. Black and Bryant (1995: 
64) suggest that while the media agenda setting theory might not tell you exactly how to 
think, for example, it may not tell you to think Oscar Pistorius is or is not guilty – it tells 
you what to think about – the Oscar Pistorius trial as a whole. Therefore, it creates 
‘trends’ or movements of topics, events or even ideologies, but will not make your mind 
up for you. Thus, Black and Bryant (1995:64) go on to state that “the notion of agenda 
setting is that the importance journalists give to their stories by ‘what they say and how 
they say it’ helps determine how important the public thinks the topic is.” Thus, in order 
for the media to influence agendas, an approach is needed towards the topic as well as 
the angle in which they wish to address the topic.  
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Since public opinion is shaped through agenda setting, framing, which flows from 
agenda setting itself, describes a process through which any such agenda is set. 
Hovland, Janis and Kelly (in Bryant and Oliver, 2009: 20) state that “framing contains 
many elements that characterize basic persuasions processes.” 
 
2.2 Framing Theory 
According to Fourie (in Mbunyuza, 2011), “framing theory is related to agenda-setting; 
while agenda emphasizes the selection of topics, issues or events in the media, framing 
emphasizes the representation, the treatment and even the production of issues.” Thus, 
framing is essentially the result or a manifestation of agenda setting. 
However, Scheufele (1999: 103) states that the study on framing is “vague” due 
to the lack of a “commonly shared theoretical model underlying framing research.” In 
spite of this, media framing is essential and in a sense unavoidable as it gives the story 
a needed structure and approach. According to Gamson and Modigliani (in Mbunyuza, 
2011), “the media discourse is part of the process by which journalists construct 
meaning and public opinion in public discourse by framing images of reality”. While in 
relation to news, according to Matomela (2012), the term ‘framing’ refers to the context 
in which the story is brought across.  
According to Neuman, Just and Crigler (1992), within framing, the story is given a 
“spin, […] taking into account their organizational and modality constraints, professional 
judgments, and certain judgments about the audience.”  Fourie (2009: 239-240) 
describes media framing as 
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the selection of certain thematically related news attributes for inclusion on the media 
agenda, when a particular news object is reconstructed and represented as a news 
report. Goffman (1974), one of the first scholars to define frame analysis, explained 
framing as the numerous ways in which the media create the news context within which 
the audience may “locate, perceive, identify and label” whatever is going on in the world.  
 
McQuail builds on this and in his definition of framing, suggests that the prevailing 
discourse within which framing works – in the production of news – cannot be separated 
from the resultant news product. According to McQuail (2010: 380-381),  
The idea of a ‘frame’ in relation to news has been widely and loosely used in place of 
terms such as ‘frame of reference’, ‘context’, ‘theme’, or even ‘new angle’. In a journalistic 
context, stories are given meaning by reference to some particular ‘news value’ that 
connects one even with other similar ones…Framing is a way of giving some overall 
interpretation to isolated items of fact. It is almost unavoidable for journalists to do this 
and in so doing to depart from pure ‘objectivity’ and to introduce some (unintended) 
bias… Inevitably, framing reflects both the sources that are chosen and the national 
context in which news is produced. 
 
Thus, when reporting on news, framing becomes unavoidable. By reporting or 
commenting on only certain aspects or facts, the news becomes biased in the sense 
that the audience does not get to see the full picture, only the narrow scope as selected 
by the editorial team. It is the journalists or editors in their role as gatekeepers who 
dictate what facts to report on and what to show. Mbunyuza (2011) suggests that this 
implies that “framing helps people understand events in the world.”  
When reporting on environmental issues, framing will similarly indicate a bias. 
For example, the reporter will lean towards her or his own perceptions of what an 
important angle is, whether it is about the environment in relation to issues of: sociology 
(including that of class/race/gender), economic or industrial development, the various 
views of climate change, human use of the environment, agriculture, land ownership, 
endangered species or habitats, and so on.    
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The audience will therefore ‘receive’ the story as is, viewing the issue from only 
one angle, as the reporter tells it. As Bryant and Oliver (2009: 20) suggest, frames may 
also cause linkages between familiar issues and existing ideologies or perceptions, 
attitudes and morals. This could, in a sense, lead to misleading perceptions of the 
severity or scale of the issue, since audiences may be taking in a new story with 
another in mind. Thus, Croteau, Hoynes and Milan (2012: 155) suggest that “the media 
are simultaneously criticized by some for the messages they supposedly send while 
being applauded by others.” This suggests how framing the same story could be viewed 
differently, as audiences read them with their own ideologies, thus perceiving them 
differently.  
However, the media plays a large role in embedding ideologies in audiences. As 
Croteau, Hoynes and Milan (2012:157) state, “[t]he media give us pictures of social 
interaction and social institutions that, by their sheer repetition, on a daily basis, can 
play important roles in shaping broad social definitions [...] writers and producers 
consciously want to impose their value systems on audiences.” A large portion of 
people’s ideologies are influenced if not acquired from the media. What is seen on 
television, adverts, magazines; whether it is how people treat each other to the 
representation of women or a typical home environment, is regarded as the norm and - 
to an extent - the correct way, which is not necessarily true. 
Due to the ideologies and agendas embedded in the framing of environmental 
news, Boykoff (2007: 478) suggests that “through framing – constructed through 
process of power and scale – media coverage of anthropogenic climate change can 
depict an area of great confusion and intense conflict rather than scientific consensus”. 
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Since the media plays a role in agenda setting, the effects of framing could result in 
miscommunication or misunderstanding of the issues – which would mislead the 
purpose of addressing the issue in the first place. An article reporting on the dangers of 
contaminated water as the crux of the message could, for example, be overlooked as 
just another story on pollution, which defeats the message that the article is trying to 
convey. 
Therefore, suggesting how the framing of anthropogenic or even environmental 
issue news can come across as confusing in a sense, as a journalist, one would 
essentially have to portray and represent the scientists in writing/doing a news story 
which could result in unclear or unfavorable outcomes. This means that reporters and 
journalists would have to gain a clear understanding of the problem themselves, before 
reporting on it, and with regards to issues such as of the environment, might not come 
across as ‘interesting’. 
Bryant and Oliver (2009: 19) suggest that if an issue and its frame that is 
represented is relatively new or unexplored by the audience, the approach and style of 
the information given (including the title, pictures/footage used and angle) can serve as 
a basis or foundation for the audience to use and remember that specific issue by. In 
selecting pictures or information, Mbunyuza (2011) suggests how the reporter may 
unconsciously be promoting his/her particular interpretation of the events or issue. By 
drawing attention to certain ‘aspects’, Cappella and Jamieson (in Mbunyuza, 2011) 
suggest how this minimizes attention on other features.  
However, if the audience is familiar with the subject, the story and issues 
presented can ‘trigger’ other perceptions and beliefs that the audience may have 
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developed from other frames. These reactions may be unfavorable and have been 
unintended by the reporter. 
Thus, there are various perceived reactions that could influence a journalist’s 
approach to how they ultimately choose to frame a story that they need to take into 
consideration, as many of them may be out of the reporter’s hands. Boykoff (2007: 483) 
suggests that tight deadlines can hinder one’s time to acquire more sources. Tight 
deadlines could also cause the journalist to change his/her approach to the story as a 
whole, due to time limitations to do the required research and sourcing. Schoenfeld (in 
Boykoff, 2007) suggests that “editorial preferences and publisher pressures can affect 
news reporting… headlines and photographs – which are often editorial decisions, can 
also affect how events and situations are constructed by the public.” In a sense, this 
places certain elements of framing out of the journalists’ hands, in which ‘new eyes’ 
(those of the editor, for example) approach the story with their own set of agendas and 
perceptions which could ultimately influence the story as a whole. Furthermore, where 
the story ends up in the paper/broadcast front-page/opener or towards the end affects 
framing a step further, as the length is thus affected as well as its exposure to its 
viewers. Fourie (2009:239) states that the placement of stories, headlines and page 
order suggests the salience of the stories: “[w]hen the same cues recur over a period of 
days, weeks, months, or even longer, it becomes possible to better identify the agenda 
of a news organization.” This impression of agenda could be taken into consideration 
with regard to news stories such as the addressing of environmental issues, as certain 
publications could be ‘known’ for reporting on them or not.  
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2.3 Downs’s issue-attention cycle 
Anthony Downs hypothesized that Western societies struggle to keep interest or focus 
on issues and events, especially issues regarding the environment. In this frame of 
mind, Downs constructed the issue-attention cycle theory, suggesting attention 
regarding issues (environmental issues, specifically) undergo a repetitive cycle, starting 
with enthusiasm to tackle the issue then gradually decline in interest as another gains 
interest, starting the cycle again.  
Good identifies newspaper coverage of climate as having a “cyclical nature”. In 
this, Good observes the use of Downs’s (1972) theory of issue-attention cycles; this 
theory proposes that public attention to domestic issues such as the environment 
occurs in five stages: pre-problem, alarmed discovery and euphoric enthusiasm, 
realization of the cost of significant progress, gradual decline of public interest, and 
establishment of the post-problem stage (Good, 2008:235). According to Downs (1972), 
Western societies lack focus on particular issues, suggesting how societies are briefly 
‘entertained’ by an issue and move on to the next. 
This cyclical routine could, in a sense, be seen as a framing observation towards 
the manner in which environmental issues are addressed by the media. 
The five stage issue-attention cycles from Downs are broken down as follows: 
 
1. The Pre-problem stage: This is the stage in which a problem or social condition 
exists but public interest or attention has not been shocked or moved by it. 
Downs suggests that “objective conditions regarding the problem are far worse 
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during the pre-problem stage than they are by the time the public becomes 
interested in it” (Downs, 1972).  
 
2. Alarmed discovery and euphoric enthusiasm:  This is usually the effect after 
a series of dramatic or bad events caused by the condition, it births alarmed 
awareness of the problem. “This alarmed discovery is invariably accompanied by 
euphoric enthusiasms about society’s ability to “solve the problem” or “do 
something effective” (Downs, 1972). 
 
3. Realizing the cost of significant progress: In this stage, recognizing that fixing 
the problem would be expensive, “but would also require major sacrifices by 
large groups in the population” (Downs, 1972). 
 
4. Gradual decline of intense public interest: This is the result of stage three. 
“Consequently, public desire to keep attention focused on the issue wanes. And 
by this time, some other issue is usually entering Stage Two” (Downs, 1972). 
 
5. The post-problem stage: “The final stage, an issue that has been replaced at 
the center of public concern moves into a prolonged limbo – a twilight realm of 
lesser attention or spasmodic recurrences of interest” (Downs, 1972). 
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Downs’s theory can be applied to environmental issues. Fox describes Downs’s theory 
as important as it “addresses any given issue, local, national or international, as well as 
addressing the way in which the communications media interact with the general public 
over each issue” (Fox, 1994). Interestingly, Gruszczynski (2012) refers to how Downs 
outlines “the short period of time through which agenda setting can occur”, by 
commenting on how things such as fashion can trend in societies today. 
Sandbach (in Fox, 1994) argues that Downs’s model does not take the works and 
actions of Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) into account when referring to the 
attention paid to issues. This argues that the ‘hype’ and efforts generated by NGOs are 
not taken into account by Downs. However Djerf-Pierre (2013) suggests that the 
attention refers to that of the media, political parties and the public. Therefore 
suggesting NGOs are not a public space that offer the same agenda setting power that 
the media carries. 
Using the Downs’s issue-attention cycle model as a media frame, this study 
intends to evaluate the publications of The Weekend Post and The Herald – assessing 
whether or not South African environmental news, particularly regarding the poor, has 
fallen into the ‘Post problem stage’ resulting in a declining/repetitive or stagnant frame 
of thought, as current literature suggests.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
Introduction 
This study aims to analyse the reportage of environmental issues in two Eastern Cape 
newspapers, The Herald and The Weekend Post for the period 2010-2014. This chapter 
therefore outlines the research design and methodology used in the study in order to 
come to an understanding of the nature of environmental coverage in the above-stated 
newspapers. Since this study explores the coverage of environmental issues affecting 
the poor in The Herald and The Weekend Post publications, it is therefore a qualitative 
study that utilises content analysis to arrive at its conclusion. This chapter further 
explores what qualitative research is, and the motivations behind the choice of a content 
analysis as well as the manner in which it was used. In addition, the procedures used in 
the study as well as the how the data was collected and analysed will be defined and 
outlined.   
 
3.1 Aims and objectives of the study 
3.1.1 Research Question  
To arrive at a conclusion regarding the nature of coverage in both The Herald and The 
Weekend Post newspapers, the following question has been posed:  
How do The Herald and The Weekend Post publications cover – or not cover – 
the problems of the environment and environmental issues such as pollution and 
dumping, particularly affecting the poor and low income earners? 
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3.2 Research Design  
The research component of this paper is concerned with the manner in which 
environmental issues affecting the poor in particular have been framed by The Herald 
and The Weekend Post as well as how Downs’s issue-attention cycles can be applied 
or ‘noted’ in the articles. From this, the study can potentially identify areas of 
improvement or decline with regard to the coverage of environmental issues. This 
implies that an understanding of current coverage techniques is integral for this study to 
arrive at its conclusion. As such, this study takes an interpretative approach as 
qualitative data will be used. According to Bevir and Kedar (2008), “interpretive research 
is distinctive in its approach to research design, concept formation, data analysis, and 
standards of assessment”. Therefore, interpretive research leans towards content 
analysis, which will be conducted during the study of sources from The Herald and The 
Weekend Post. 
 
3.3 Method 
The study will rely on qualitative research through a content analysis to arrive at its 
conclusions. Zito (in Berger, 2011) states that “[c]ontent analysis may be defined as a 
methodology by which the researcher seeks to determine the manifest content of 
written, spoken, or published communication by systematic, objective and quantitative 
analysis. For Maree (2007:101), content analysis is “a process of looking at data from 
different angles with a view to identifying keys in the text that will help […] to understand 
and interpret the raw data… it is an inductive and iterative process where we look for 
similarities and differences in text that would corroborate or disconfirm theory.” 
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Furthermore, Zito (in Berger, 2011) emphasizes “the intention of the communicator” as 
the object of research since it is produced by a communicator. It is this paper’s primary 
intention to examine ‘intentions’ behind the framing of environmental issues by news 
producers at The Herald and The Weekend Post. Through this, collected data will be 
analyzed from a number of perspectives so as to identify key trends and approaches 
used in portraying environmental issues. Elements of quantitative research, such as the 
practice of graphing and taking note of the number of times trends happen, will be 
implemented in order to obtain relevant information with regard to the articles.  
These key trends are as follows: 
- How often the issues are raised?  
- The depth to which the reporters go to evaluate the issues? 
- Who these issues affect? 
- What section of the newspaper it appears on (front-page, etc.). 
 
3.4 Data collection  
3.4.1 Data collection procedures 
Data collection involved the collection of newspaper articles from the archives at The 
Herald and The Weekend Post in Port Elizabeth. The archives contain newspaper 
content that appeared in print for each of these papers and are, as such, an accurate 
representation of content that was disseminated with each print issue. The articles 
selected for analysis had to specifically mention an issue(s) of the environment that was 
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local (occurring within Nelson Mandela Bay), whether it was natural or anthropogenic 
(caused by man, such as a sewage leak). These articles were also selected from 
sections in the newspaper that offered comments, opinions or criticism, such as letters 
to the editor. The keywords used were: pollution, environment, rubbish dumps, marine 
pollution, townships, anthropogenic. 
 
3.4.2 Study Sample 
The study makes use of The Herald and The Weekend Post archives to source sample 
material. From this, all articles relating to environmental issues written between January 
2010 and November 2014 will form the units of analysis. From the archives of The 
Herald and the Weekend Post, the following keywords were used to acquire relevant 
material for study purposes: pollution, environment, rubbish dumps, marine pollution, 
townships and anthropogenic issues. This was not be limited to articles that report on 
any of the above topics, but also included articles that offer opinions commentary and 
complaints and letters to the editor. These sections of a newspaper provide a platform 
from which the public is able to voice their opinion. This, in a sense, offers a new type of 
framing approach, as the concerns, perceptions, values and ideals of the public 
(essentially the actual readers of the newspaper itself) influence the writing of the 
article. This would provide an interesting perspective to the study.  
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3.5 Data Analysis  
As previously stated, a content analysis of the collected data was conducted in order to 
reach the proposed objectives. The data was analyzed according to the following: the 
frequency of occurrence of environmental news; whether any such occurrence has 
shown an increase or decrease in terms of coverage from previous years; the location 
of the article within the newspaper; the audience affected by the issue which the article 
addresses; and finally, the stage in which the article fits into, according to Downs’s 
issue-attention cycle. 
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Chapter 4: Results and findings 
Introduction 
This chapter will offer the findings of the research that has been conducted in order to 
analyze the media framing of environmental issues, especially those affecting the poor, 
in The Herald and The Weekend Post.  
As discussed in Chapter Three of this study, a content analysis formed the basis 
of the methodology. The research involved data collection of the above mentioned 
newspapers via the press’s digital library. The keywords used to collect the data were: 
Pollution, environment, rubbish dumps, marine pollution, townships, 
anthropogenic. 
Once the data was collected, the researcher began to work through the data, starting 
with a coding process, which involved ordering the articles in the relative spaces in 
which they were found. For example, opinion pieces were grouped together to prepare 
for comparison. Once coding was complete, the transcribed data was analyzed further 
to reach the aforementioned research objectives.  
 
 
 
 
 
Page | 41 
  
The following results section provides a breakdown of the newspaper articles by year. 
Each table contains the following columns:  
 
Date: The date on which the newspaper was published 
Paper: Which paper the article was published in (The Herald/ 
The Weekend Post) 
Section within paper the 
article was found: 
Where in the newspaper the article was found 
Environmental issue the 
article addresses: 
The environmental issue that the article focusses on 
Who the issue affects: People benefiting from or harmed or affected by the 
environmental issue 
 
 
Lastly, an analysis of the findings has been conducted as part of the findings and results 
section of this study. Within this analysis, the research outlines the findings of the study; 
these findings will be discussed in greater detail in the ensuing discussion chapter. 
 
 
 
Page | 42 
  
4.1 Findings 
Using the search parameters and keywords mentioned above, 20 articles that contained 
local environmental issues from The Herald and The Weekend Post were returned. A 
further six articles were found using the same search parameters and keywords in the 
newspapers addressing international environmental issues, that the researcher felt 
could benefit the study. When compared to articles addressing local environmental 
issues, trends can be identified throughout. However, articles covering international 
environmental issues may change, as perceptions and the familiarity affecting the 
choice of framing used towards that particular article changes, as it is an international 
issue. Thus, reporters are reporting on issues in other countries. Since these six 
additional articles were also found using the same search parameters, the researcher 
thought it would be interesting to analyse whether the approach used to cover these 
articles differed from the local issues.  
The following section consists of a tabulated breakdown of the articles. Table one 
through to table five are chronologically ordered from the articles of 2010-2014. Table 
six consists of a breakdown of international coverage from both The Herald and The 
Weekend post. 
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Table 1: Findings in The Herald and The Weekend Post during the year of 2010 
Date Paper (The Herald/ 
The Weekend Post) 
 
Section of paper the 
article was found 
Environmental issue 
article addresses 
Who the issue 
affects 
February 6th The Weekend Post Letters to the editor Shortage of drinking water South Africa 
February 6th  The Weekend Post Letters to the editor Sewerage leakage Residents 
outside/near 
Uitenhage 
April 6th   The Weekend Post Letters to the editor  Resolving environmental 
issues 
N/A 
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Table 2: Findings in The Herald and The Weekend Post during the year of 2011 
Date Paper (The Herald/ 
The Weekend Post) 
 
Section of paper the 
article was found 
Environmental issue 
article addresses 
Who the issue 
affects 
February 12th The Weekend Post  News (page 4) Lack of action regarding 
sewerage leaks 
Swartkops 
residents  
February 26th  The Weekend Post Opinion & Analysis Baakens River 
mistreatment 
Residents and 
users around the 
Baakens river – 
recreationists  
June 11th  The Weekend Post Front page  Floods Residents affected 
by floods 
November 26th  The Weekend Post Opinion & Analysis  Sewerage leak Residents of and 
around Uitenhage 
December 22nd  The Herald Opinion & Analysis Allocation of money 
towards environmental 
causes 
Members of eco-
services/ 
environmental 
organizations 
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Table 3: Findings in The Herald and The Weekend Post during the year of 2012 
Date Paper (The Herald/ 
The Weekend Post) 
Section of paper the 
article was found 
Environmental issue 
article addresses 
Who the issue 
affects 
January 23rd The Herald Politics Contaminated water Residents of 
villages in 
Sundays River 
Valley 
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Table 4: Findings in The Herald and The Weekend Post during the year of 2013 
Date Paper (The Herald/ 
The Weekend Post) 
Section of paper the 
article was found 
Environmental issue 
article addresses 
Who the issue 
affects 
June 12th  The Herald Opinion & analysis Polluted North End Lake Recreationalists  
July 16th  The Herald News (page 5) Protection of South 
Africa’s drinking water 
All South African 
citizens 
August 6th The Herald Finance  Coega’s air pollution Workers at Coega, 
residents and      
bypasses 
August 13th  The Herald Opinion & analysis  Illegal dumping Users/residents of 
Swartkops 
September 21st  The Weekend Post News (page 2) Polluted river causes 
disease  
Users/residents of 
Swartkops River 
November 16th  The Weekend Post News (page 4)  Pollution of Arlington Tip Local residents 
around Arlington 
area 
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Table 5: Findings in The Herald and The Weekend Post during the year of 2014 
Date Paper (The Herald/ 
The Weekend Post) 
Section of paper the 
article was found 
Environmental issue 
article addresses 
Who the issue 
affects 
January 18th  The Weekend Post Reader’s page Air pollution caused by 
fumes 
General public 
January 25th The Weekend Post Reader’s page Technology can combat 
pollution 
General public 
April 26th The Weekend Post Reader’s page Pollution and dumps 
throughout Metro 
Residents/ 
recreationalists 
affected by illegal 
dumps 
May 30th  The Herald News (page 3) Marine conservation  Recreationalists/ 
conservation of 
marine wildlife  
November 8th  The Weekend Post  News (page 5) Swartkops sewage 
leakage 
Residents near 
Swartkops Estuary 
November 29th  The Weekend Post  News (page 2) Swartkops sewage 
leakage  
Residents near 
Swartkops Estuary 
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Table 6: International findings in The Herald and The Weekend Post  
Date Paper (The Herald/ 
The Weekend Post) 
Section of paper the 
article was found 
Environmental issue 
article addresses 
Who the issue 
affects 
February 25th 2011  The Herald World News New Zealand Earthquake  Victims of 
earthquake 
February 4th 2014  The Herald International News  Cyclone disaster  Victims of cyclone 
February 4th 2014  The Herald  International News  Pollution solution St Petersburg 
Waterworks 
benefactors  
May 8th 2014  The Herald  World News World pollution worries 
increase  
N/A 
June 20th 2014 The Herald World News Solution to cleaning 
ocean pollution 
N/A  
September 26th  
2014 
The Herald World News Encouraging next 
generation to go green 
N/A 
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4.2 Analysis of results  
4.2.1 Analysis of: Paper column  
The results of the paper (The Herald/ The Weekend Post) in which the articles 
appeared in are as follows:  
Eight articles/stories were found in The Herald while The Weekend Post had 13 
articles/stories. The Weekend Post, which is published once per week on Saturdays, 
yielded more articles regarding environmental issues. This could arguably be related to 
the fact that the Opinion & Analysis and Letters to the Editor sections are part of The 
Weekend Post.  These sections provide a platform from which the public is able to voice 
their opinions in the newspaper.  
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33%
24%
14%
14%
5%
5% 5%
Number of articles found within each section 
News
Opinion and Analysis
Reader's page
Letter to the editor
Front Page
Finance
Politics
4.2.2 Analysis of: Section within paper the article was found 
The following is an outline of the various newspaper sections the articles/pieces were 
found in, and the number of times an article appeared in each section. 
 
The following chart is a representation of the number of articles found within each 
section of the newspaper: 
 
 
As shown above, the news section of the papers had the most articles involving 
environmental issues. However, the next top three sections are Opinion & Analysis, 
Reader’s Page and Letter to the Editor. These three sections are considered ‘public 
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spaces’, as it is in these sections where the public is able to voice their opinions. Only 
one environmental issue appeared on the Front Page of The Weekend Post. This could 
be because the article is considered of news value as its subject was floods, in which 
people had died. As a result, it was more immediate and also functioned as hard news 
(hence, ‘newsworthy’ enough for front page headlines). The Finance and Politics 
sections followed next with only one article per section – which involved the spending of 
government money in the environmental sector.  
 
4.2.3 Analysis of: Environmental issue article addresses  
The environmental issues covered varied, ranging from sewage leaks being the most 
common to air pollution and the flood story, resulting in only one story each. Only four of 
the articles involved solutions, financing and fighting against environmental issues. 
However, what was notable regarding these stories is that most of them appeared as 
seemingly ‘softer’ or ‘happier’ news, while many of the issues such as sewage pipe 
leaks were reported by the public in the Opinion & Analysis/ Reader’s Page and Letter 
to the Editor section of the papers.   
 
4.2.4 Analysis of: Who the issue affects 
While this column was relatively challenging to analyse as it was difficult to identify a 
single group of people specifically affected by the environmental issue addressed by the 
article, the researcher found it important as it would give a slight indication of what is 
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covered, where, and in a sense, who the audience is reading (and to an extent, caring) 
about.  
Issues affecting the Swartkops River appear to be a consistent problem as they 
are raised in a few of the articles – with apparent constant sewage leakage problems. 
However, when it comes to the Swartkops River, one is dealing with more than one 
social class/group as the river stretches over a large region, with townships, a fishing 
village and a holiday resort surrounding its various banks.  
Residents who travel to and from Uitenhage have also written complaints about 
sewage leakage on the highways between Port Elizabeth and Uitenhage – expressing 
how the municipality has not resolved the issue. Many other opinion-like pieces seem to 
be from residents of areas such as Walmer who  complain about the dumping at the 
Arlington tip after protests regarding service delivery. One could suggest how readers of 
these two local newspapers (mainly middle-upper class whites) are not exposed to 
problems that do not affect them, namely in the Northern – poorer areas – of Port 
Elizabeth. Hence, whenever a problem such as this does affect them, one finds 
complaints/comments in the paper from these residents. 
In summary, environmental issues affecting the poor are not given adequate 
coverage through media representation, in light of the fact that only 20 articles were 
found over the period of five years. This suggests that agendas for addressing 
environmental issues are not that prominent, and are to some extent stagnant, as can 
be seen by the environmental issue coverage by the local newspapers, which appears 
to be consistently low throughout the five years. This being said, the framing of local 
environmental issues was consistent, to an extent, throughout the five years. Many of 
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the local issues affecting poorer communities, such as the areas surrounding the 
Swartkops estuaries, were only covered by locals in the sense that the articles were 
found in the Opinion & Analysis and Letters to the Editor sections of the newspapers. 
This suggests the notion of environmental racism, as many of these issues would not 
occur or be found in suburban, white areas. Rather, these issues are dumped in 
communities that will not, in a sense, resist and fight back, and the issues are thus 
forgotten about. These issues included sewage leakage and contaminated water as the 
most noticeable. This being said, if the issues were addressed and allowed space in the 
news section, the issues were never addressed from the point of view of those affected 
or with them in mind. Therefore, to compensate for this, many of the hard or harsh 
stories were covered by the public in column sections, while ‘happier’ stories covering 
the ‘good’, such as a new scientific development to address clean water, were allowed 
adequate space in the news sections. In summary, this suggests the notion of 
environmental racism with regard to the coverage of local environmental issues in The 
Herald and The Weekend Post. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion  
Introduction 
This chapter presents an overview of this study’s findings, as well as the possible 
conclusions that can be drawn from the preceding analysis.  
From the analysis of the selected content from both The Herald and Weekend 
Post newspapers, insight into how the newspapers address and frame environmental 
issues, especially those that affect the poor, can be acquired. The aim of this study is to 
explore how often environmental issues are reported, who they affect and how they are 
framed. The research has explored whether environmental issues are covered in local 
newspapers, what they are, how often they are reported and who they affect. 
In light of this, this chapter will present the analysis of the findings, discuss how 
the collected articles are possibly framed – and further explore this by applying Downs’s 
issue-attention cycle theory to the articles, so as to gauge where on the cycle local 
newspapers are with regard to their coverage. Lastly, a conclusion of the research will 
be reached by means of the literature that has been covered. 
 
5.1 Summary and Analysis of findings 
The first and most explicit finding from the analysis is the sparse coverage of 
environmental issues by The Herald and The Weekend Post. The study’s search 
parameters spanned the beginning of 2010 to the end of 2014, a five year period. In that 
time, the researcher found only 20 articles relevant to the study of local environmental 
issue coverage. This not only highlights the lack of interest (from the reporters, possibly 
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due to a lack of interest from the paper’s target audience) in environmental issues and, 
to an extent, also comments on how the readers of these two local newspapers 
(predominantly middle-upper class citizens) are not exposed to problems that do not 
affect them, primarily those in the Northern and poorer areas of Port Elizabeth. The 
agenda setting and media framing theories offer clarification in this regard. As 
previously mentioned, agenda setting refers to the manipulation of or employing the 
opinions and perceptions of people towards a specific end. Essentially, the media gets 
people to think about a specific event or topic; McQuail and Windahl (in Fourie, 2010) 
state that the media has “a very powerful ability” to do so. Therefore, the limited number 
of articles found, regarding local environmental issues suggests that public opinion and 
perceptions regarding local environmental issues are not being influenced or ‘targeted’ 
by the media. Matomela cites Newbold (2012) in suggesting that the media influences 
perceptions, beliefs and, ultimately, human behavior. Thus a lack of coverage regarding 
environmental issues results in a lack of knowledge, awareness and, to an extent, 
concern. This ultimately results in a lack of action to combat environmental issues and 
coming up with solutions. Nor does it mobilize the relevant authorities into action in 
addressing the environmental issues. One could also suggest that the lack of agenda 
setting (due to the limited coverage) tells the audience what to think – or not -   
regarding environmental issues thus connotes environmental racism. This impression 
could be because many of these issues affect a poorer social group than that which the 
newspaper’s (The Herald and The Weekend Post) target audience 
Framing theory expands on the notion of environmental racism and the nature of 
the media in the sense that framing flows from agenda setting, by emphasizing the 
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representation and method in which the articles are written and presented. Neuman, 
Just and Crigler (1992) define the framing process as referring to the manner in which 
journalists, “select certain thematically related news attributes for inclusion on the media 
agenda, when a particular news object is reconstructed and represented as a news 
report.” Therefore, it is up to the journalists to obtain data accurately and present it in a 
relatable angle for the audience. While much of the information reported may be true 
and the process of framing is essential, according to Mbunyuza (2011), “framing helps 
people understand events in the world.” A bias becomes unavoidable as it is the 
reporter who choses what gets reported and what gets left out – these decisions are 
influenced by the perceptions and beliefs of the reporter. The angle of approach is thus 
the only angle in which the audience will ‘view’ the matter, which might end up being 
narrow. Likewise, the audience approaches the story with his/her own beliefs and 
perceptions, which may ultimately change the essence of the story that the reporter 
intended to convey. With this being said, many of the local environmental issues found 
in the articles affected poorer communities; they were however offered little to no space 
in the news section of the paper. Articles that did ‘make it’ to the news section of the 
paper were either ‘happy’ news stories regarding solutions to certain environmental 
issues such as progress in cleaning contaminated water or issues that affected ‘white’ 
suburban areas, such as an issue related to dumping. This suggests that the poorer 
communities, who are personally affected and hard done by many local environmental 
issues are not allocated space for ‘hard news’ pieces, their voices are not heard. 
Furthermore, the section within the newspaper in which the story is presented also 
affects framing, as the length and its exposure to viewers is affected. Fourie (2009) 
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suggests that a recurrence of cues over a period of days, weeks and months allows one 
to identify the agenda (or lack thereof) of a particular news organization.  
The following discussion highlights particular findings from articles in each year, 
in which practical examples of environmental racism can be found and discussed with 
the relative theory in mind: 
2010 
The findings of the year 2010 indicated only three articles related to environmental 
issues, which were published early in the year (January – April). All three articles were 
from The Weekend Post’s “Letter to the Editor” section – which is a space of letters and 
pieces written to the paper’s editor comprising of concerns, opinions and suggestions 
from the public – thus a public space. This little to almost nonexistent coverage 
suggests a lack of interest by reporters of the paper, possibly due to a perception that 
the general public shares this lack of interest. This suggests also that the agenda of the 
general public is not set towards environmental issues. Therefore, these environmental 
issues are essentially being reported by a concerned few in the public who deems them 
important or newsworthy enough to make the effort to report such issues. 
2011 
The findings of the year 2011 had an increase in environmental issue coverage within 
the local newspapers with a total of five articles/pieces. Most notable was a story that 
was featured on the front page titled, Clean-up starts after rain, floods (11th June, 2011). 
However, one could suggest that it only made the front page as it was a ‘natural 
disaster’, which only sparks more people’s interests, for it to suffice as ‘hard news.’ As 
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stated earlier, it is suggested that environmental issues are not afforded adequate 
space in news, except in instances where there is an immediate threat to human lives; 
natural disasters such as floods are therefore often offered adequate attention in 
newspapers. This can be seen in the articles that covered international issues, as most 
of them reported on natural disasters.   
2012 
In 2012, there was only one article regarding local environmental issues throughout the 
year. This only further emphasizes the lack of attention given to environmental issues. 
The story, found in The Herald, titled: Outcry over contaminated water (11th January, 
2012), was located in the political section of the paper. The article was about 
contaminated water in the Sunday’s River Valley villages, pointing out how the issue 
had been ignored for two years and that the situation had deteriorated to such an extent 
that residents found small worms in the “stinky water”. There were reports of people 
getting sick, and children from a local pre-school were often getting ill and were treated 
at a nearby clinic. Again, the researcher notes that this story received a decent article 
covering the urgency of the matter; arguably as human lives were negatively affected. 
However, this had been happening for two years, as the article suggests, without any 
previous media attention given the matter. 
2013 
2013 brought more coverage on local environmental issues, with a total of six articles. 
Notably, three of the six articles were published in the news section of the paper, which 
suggests that the stories held more ‘news value’ or were more newsworthy. The first 
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article that was published in the news section, titled Venetian professor has passion for 
water, is an article about a professor who has undertaken to protect South Africa’s 
water lakes, estuaries, rivers for drinking purposes. Essentially, the story is a ‘happy’ 
story, suggesting that measures are being taken to address ‘the bad’. The second 
article, titled Disease threat at polluted water, is another involving a threat to human 
lives, thus deeming it newsworthy. The article discusses how a woman contracted 
Hepatitis A from eating oysters from the polluted Swartkops River. The third article, 
titled A tale of two tips, involved the poor state of the Arlington tip and how it was left in 
a state after a strike by municipal workers. Nearby residents also stated that the area 
was generally unsafe and emphasized how the place had a reputation for homeless 
dogs and even desperate people in search of food.  This article is one of the first found 
to directly mention the poor. However, the article’s focus stems primarily from a white, 
middle class perspective – discussing the general ugliness and neglect of the area. The 
article’s approach and attention was not of the strike, the motivation or reasons behind 
the strike, but rather the havoc and destruction caused by the strike and the messy 
aftermath it left in its wake. Again, this raises the point that issues affecting the poor and 
low income earners- whether environmental or not - are often happily ignored as long as 
they do not affect the middle to upper white class. The issue of the killings linked to 
gang violence in Humewood earlier in the year, as previously mentioned, is as an 
example of this. Thus, a great sense of not only racial discrimination but that of class 
discrimination can be traced, even in the reporting of environmental news. 
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2014 
2014 was similar to 2013 in that it had six articles regarding coverage of environmental 
issues. Five of the articles were found in The Weekend Post while only one was from 
The Herald. Also, three of the articles were found in the Reader’s section of the papers 
while the other three were found in the News section. The first story in the News section 
was about marine conservation, titled: New study looks at how whales interact with 
ships, which was issued in The Herald on 30th May, 2014. The articles focus specifically 
on whales, and what is being done to protect them; again, this is a ‘happy’ story. The 
second and third article in the News section, both published in November 2014, were 
concerning a sewage leakage in the Swartkops area – affecting people staying near the 
Swartkops Estuary. This is the first case (found in this research) of a follow-up story 
relating to the same issue and what is/is not being done about it. 
 
5.2 The framing of the articles with regard to environmental issues 
Since the exploration of media framing of local environmental issues is an objective in 
this study, the following will endeavor to analyse framing trends found in the articles 
collected.  
The section of the newspaper in which each article was found was determined by 
a selection process of sorts. According to Boykoff (2007), editorial preferences and time 
constraints can affect news reporting – which will affect headlines, photographs as well 
as the place the article is found in the paper. This can thus be regarded as framing from 
the newspaper’s side. That being said, the researcher was able to find trends with 
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regard to where the articles were found in the papers. First and foremost was the fact 
that many of the articles were found in the sections in which the public addresses the 
matter and writes the piece, namely the; Opinion and Analysis, Reader’s page and the 
Letter to the editor sections of the paper. This suggests that these local newspapers do 
not report on environmental news often, as only 20 articles (including those that offer 
opinions, comments, etc.) were found in the space of nearly five years. Secondly, the 
research has shown that when the environmental issues were covered and written up 
as news articles – in the news section of the paper, many of them were ‘happy stories’ 
or stories/pieces of what is being done about various environmental issues. In other 
words, the ‘bad’ issues were not often reported, and if they were, it was most likely due 
to pressures from the public, like the story of contaminated water in the Sunday’s River 
Valley, which had been going on for two years. The rest of the stories were written up 
by the public as complaints or comments in order to make statements to the newspaper. 
This goes to show that there is a gap in the reporting of environmental issues in these 
local papers. It can be suggested that this may have something to do with the fact that 
the newspaper is predominantly a white paper press, which means that the majority of 
the target audience is middle to upper class people, while the environmental issues are 
typically issues affecting the poor or low income workers. This suggests the existence of 
environmental racism in this respect. However, many of the sewage leakages, for 
example, affected many people travelling between Uitenhage and PE – but the 
articles/pieces written and complaints submitted were from middle class people, i.e. 
residents of suburban Uitenhage.  
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Debatably, many of the environmental issues which audiences read in these 
local papers are predominantly ‘white’ issues. ‘Black’ issues are not seen/heard about in 
these local newspapers. When they are occasionally reported on, they have been going 
on for years, like the Swartkops and Sunday’s River Valley stories, in which people had 
to get physically sick for the ‘outside’ to see and hear about the conditions these 
settlements were living in. This upholds Bullard’s (2001) suggestion that it is due to 
historical, political and social alienation that people of colour tend not to address the 
issues and how they are being left with them. Furthermore, one may suggest that these 
issues are ‘known’ about or that little can be done about them, or they are perhaps not 
spoken about or reported on because the mainstream audience and readers of these 
papers are not affected by them. This further emphasizes environmental racism, as 
these issues are essentially dumped on societies that cannot deal with them. The 
urgency of these issues is not emphasized within the framing of them in the relevant 
articles, at least not effectively so, as many of these issues have been ongoing for 
years. A possible suggestion for the framing of such a story is to ‘tell it’ from the 
perspective of one who is affected by the issue; one of the residents of the society who 
is burdened by the issue. Voicing the views of the mother of a child who became sick 
from drinking contaminated water from a pre-school in Sunday’s River Valley, would be 
an example of this kind of framing. From a framing point of view, the story will carry a lot 
more weight, by working on the sentiment of the audience and emphasizing the urgency 
of the matter instead of merely stating ongoing negative facts.  
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5.3 The application of Downs’s issue-attention cycle 
Since the section above discusses the findings in accordance with the theory, 
particularly media framing, the following section investigates the applicability of Downs’s 
(1972) issue-attention cycle to the findings. Downs’s theory proposes that public 
attention towards environmental issues undergo a cylindrical cycle, in which the same 
trends are followed. Downs (1972) proposes that this is partially due to the fact that 
Western societies lack focus on single particular issues and require fast paced news 
that is constantly changing. It can be suggested that the same is applicable to South 
Africa, as the media is westernized in many ways, in that most of the advertisements, 
movies and series are available in South Africa.  
The following will attempt to apply Downs’s issue-attention cycle to the findings of 
this research in order to determine where in the cycle local newspapers are, with regard 
to covering and addressing environmental issues.  
It can be determined that the findings in this research do not reflect the description of 
the first, pre-problem stage. Downs describes how the pre-problem stage involves a 
discovery of a new environmental issue by scientists, yet the general public is not yet 
aware of the issue.  Environmental issues (like those covered in the findings, such as 
sewage leakage, for example) are not new, and one could assume that the general 
public is aware of them, since they are being reported. That being said, local 
environmental issues do not stir enough public interest or attention that could be seen 
as an initial ‘hype’; one could this conclude that the issues are in a sense ‘known’ about. 
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Stage two, the alarmed discovery and euphoric enthusiasm stage, is the stage in 
which the general public becomes aware of the issues. This causes excitement and 
generates hype towards coming to a unified solution to the proposed issue. As 
suggested earlier, these issues have been ‘known’ about for years – and the articles 
cover nothing that has not been discovered in the past. Swartkops has had cases of 
pollution for years, according to some of the articles addressing it. The main issues the 
articles covered are issues such as sewage leakages, the majority of which come from 
the public as complaints or comments to the editor.  Many of the issues addressed in 
the articles are not out of alarmed discovery, but rather out of anger or irritation as 
nothing has been done about them. The extract from an article titled Outcry over 
contaminated water suggests that the issues have been ‘known’ about, and are not 
new: “FAULTY water pipes in the Addo area have been causing a stink – for at least 
two years. However, complaints by residents of villages in the Sundays River Valley 
about resulting deterioration in the quality of their water supply have fallen over deaf 
ears” (23rd Jan, 2012). However, this stage is the effect or aftermath of the pre-problem 
stage, in which public awareness and alertness emerges as a result of a dramatic event 
or series of bad events caused by particular environmental issues. One could suggest 
that some of the articles, the one about contaminated water in the Swartkops River for 
instance, was addressed and the urgency was stressed only after a woman was found 
to have contracted Hepatitis A from eating an oyster from the river. This ‘event’ could 
arguably be seen as the dramatic event that could potentially spark the euphoric 
enthusiasm this stage in the cycle refers to. However, this might be disproved as, 
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judging by the further complaints regarding the Swartkops River in articles that follow in 
the succeeding years, little was still being done about the cleaning up of the river.  
Stage stage three of Downs’s issue-attention cycle involes realizing the cost of 
significant progress. Downs suggests that this is where the decline of addressing 
environmental issues happens. For example, an article accompanied by a cartoon strip 
found in The Herald’s Opinion & Analysis section on 13 August 2013 demonstrates the 
lack of effort and infrastructure that the municipality is willing to dedicate in order to 
resolve the high amounts of E.Coli bacteria poisoning the Swartkops River. The article 
states: “we hope that the government uses its grants efficiently to tackle increasing 
infrastructure backlog… Efforts by the municipality to rid the city of filth must be met with 
a major shift in mindset and a new commitment from all of us to take responsibility to 
our communities” (The Herald, 2013). An article like this emphasizes the lack of 
prioritizing of the infrastructure and money used to resolve environmental issues. An 
accompanying comic strip further suggests a lack of action towards environmental 
issues, by depicting members of the municipality dealing with the dangerously high 
amounts of E.Coli by simply putting up a sign which reads ‘Danger! No swimming, no 
boating, no fishing’ and the members satisfied with their solution to the problem. Again, 
pieces like this emphasize the lack of action taken towards resolving environmental 
issues by the government or municipality. The problem would rather be fenced off than 
effectively dealt with. 
This moves to the fourth stage: the gradual decline of intense public interest. This 
is a consequence of stage three, as interest declines due to the perception of the 
problem as being too big. This results in less reporting on such issues as public interest 
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and focus leans towards other issues that are not environmental – an example 
mentioned earlier in this study was that of the Oscar Pistorious trial. This is a good 
example as it was a fast paced, ever changing story that made it to the front page more 
than once a week.  
The last stage is five: the post-problem stage. This is the extreme version of 
stage four, in which public interest has been superseded by a different issue or story, 
while the environmental issue, that initially drew interest, remains in a static like limbo. 
In this stage, the environmental issue in a sense ‘floats around’ newspapers, 
occasionally being reported on but is never as sustainable as other stories or issues 
that may be deemed ‘more important’ by the audience. These issues will only surface in 
the media when dramatic or drastic stories happen in which human lives are affected, 
either due to death or injury. These issues are often only addressed by members in the 
field or people with concerns, who make their voices heard by making use of specific 
sections in the newspaper, like the Opinion & Analysis section.  
The researcher has deduced from the findings that the framing approach to 
environmental issues in these local newspapers, while containing many elements of 
stage four, mostly resemble stage five: the post-problem stage of Downs’s issue-
attention cycle. The framing of environmental issues found in the articles of this study 
closely match the descriptions of stage five, as it appears that environmental issues on 
a local scale are not adequately covered as it seems the ‘hype’ around the discovery, 
addressing and solving the issue has dwindled. This has caused the coverage of 
environmental issues in local newspapers to be stagnant and, when looking at the 
coverage of environmental issues in The Herald and The Weekend Post, only 20 
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articles were found in the space of five years. This suggests a stationary notion with 
regard to the agendas and framing of environmental issues, as many of the opinionated 
articles state how many of these issues have been on-going for years, while little to 
nothing was done about them. Thus, lack of coverage would seemingly suggest there is 
no environmental issue, but this hides the deep racial divisions upon which coverage is 
delineated.   
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
Introduction 
This chapter provides a conclusion to this study and offers a summative view of the 
research. 
This study is an analysis of the manner of coverage of environmental issues in 
two local newspapers, The Herald and The Weekend Post. It therefore focuses on 
selected articles from both publications in order to draw its conclusions. 
The analysis has established that environmental issues do not form a large part 
of newspapers’ coverage.  This perhaps reflects practice at the national level regarding 
the manner in which South African media reports on environmental issues. The low 
level of reportage on environmental issues in South Africa is highlighted by Smith 
(2013). Smith questions this inadequate coverage by asking, “how can the government 
hope to gain attention and traction […] if national news sources do not make efforts to 
educate the public on the local happenings regarding current harmful CO2 induced 
impact on the climate?”  From this, it becomes clear that the low level of coverage has 
impact in the manner in which both government and citizens react to environmental 
issues and the fact that they are seemingly low on the media agenda means that 
environmental issues are not of import in the public sphere. As Kwenda (2013) 
suggests, the “framing South Africa’s climate change issues in a polarized discourse 
encumbers the conception of environmental solutions that offer socioeconomic redress.” 
Anderson (in Kwenda, 2013) goes on to state that “the oversimplified and 
sensational responses to environmental events by climate change campaigners and the 
media could prove detrimental to the sustainable in-depth and robust debate required to 
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tackle this complex issue.” This suggests that more exciting or shocking environmental 
stories are reported on as opposed to the more regular ‘everyday’ stories. This is 
suggestive of how Downs (1972: 5) describes the manner in which societies lack focus 
and require fast paced exciting news. It can be suggested that the lack of media literacy 
in South Africa could be one of the causes for the lack of focus on accurate, relevant 
environmental news stories, however, more research and a larger set of parameters 
and search area will be needed in this regard. Nevertheless, this study can be used as 
reference or aid for those who wish to expand on this focus area. 
In summary, the study has shown that environmental issues firstly exist on a 
local scale, and that they are reported on. However, it seems that the environmental 
issues are largely affecting poorer areas and their surrounds. There were a few cases in 
which the issue was only covered by the newspaper after an extreme case or event 
took place due to the environmental issue. These matters frequently occurred in rural 
areas, and the situation had been ongoing for a long time, often years in some cases, 
but only gained publicity after an extreme situation had arisen. This was however 
contrary to issues that affected ‘white’ or middle-upper class people. These issues had 
not been ‘ongoing’ for very long in some cases, yet would find their way to the paper 
within a few days. An example of this was the sewage leakage on the highway between 
Uitenhage and Port Elizabeth. This issue was addressed to the municipality, through the 
paper, by a resident from Uitenhage who drives past the leak on his way to work in Port 
Elizabeth. This could be due to a number of reasons, one being that these papers are 
predominantly ‘white’, middle-upper class papers and they therefore do not report on 
issues or facts that do not directly affect, influence or involve its audience, thus being a 
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case of environmental racism. Moreover, it shows greater mobility from the resident due 
to the knowledge of his power (and privilege), commenting on his power as a middle-
class white man which enables his access to the media, thus ultimately also suggesting 
environmental racism. However, it could also be due to the fact that the poor, who these 
issues do affect may not know how to deal with them. As discussed in the theory 
chapter, Chari (2008) describes how environmentalism is seen as an alien language to 
lower income earners and feels that understanding it cannot help them out of their 
situation. Likewise, Bullard (2001) suggests that it is due to historical, political and social 
alienation that people of colour tend not to ‘fight back’. This further emphasizes the 
‘practice’ of environmental racism, as it appears that these environmental issues are 
simply being dumped and left with people, groups or communities that do not know how 
to address and deal with them, let alone report them to the press for public attention.  
 
6.1 Recommendations  
- Environmental racism, the notion of positioning environmental issues to poorer 
communities who cannot address with them is possibly the main reason for the 
poor environmental issue coverage. This seemingly applies in the coverage of 
environmental issues by both The Herald and Weekend Post as more urgent 
environmental issues affecting low income areas were relegated to ‘less serious’ 
sections of the paper. Therefore, this current practice requires a revisit to arrive 
at more representative coverage if The Herald and The Weekend Post wish to 
offer critical public space. 
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- A less reactionary attitude to environmental coverage to one that actively charts 
potential environmental issues equally among residential areas in the Eastern 
Cape. Writing on global warming, Monbiot (2014) argues that, “[s]ustaining 
interest in this great but slow-burning crisis is a challenge no one seems to have 
mastered. Only when the crisis causes or exacerbates an acute disaster – such 
as the floods – is there a flicker of anxiety, but that quickly dies away.” Therefore 
there is necessity to cover environmental issues given the greater discourse on 
the environment. 
 
- This study has explored the nature of coverage of environmental issues in The 
Herald and The Weekend Post and has found coverage to be sparse and 
unrepresentative in the five years selected for the study sample. As such, there is 
seemingly very limited environmental agenda present in the paper. Given the 
greater, global discourse surrounding the importance of developing an 
environmental consciousness, it is of utmost importance to develop a more 
percipient attitude towards local matters of the environment.  
The researcher believes that these recommendations could help in increasing 
environmental issue news coverage, especially the coverage of matters affecting poor 
or low income earners (at least on a local level). Since the study points out that the 
media’s framing of local environmental issues indicates that we (on a local scale) are in 
the fifth stage: the post-problem stage of Downs’s issue-attention cycle, the researcher 
believes that these recommendations could assist in addressing that. The fifth stage of 
the cycle suggests that environmental issue coverage has become stagnant, and that 
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particular issues are static in the reporting world. However, it does not have to remain 
so as extensive group effort and infrastructure could be used in resolving the matter. 
While the study endeavored to reach an accurate representation of the framing of 
environmental news coverage by local newspapers (The Herald and The Weekend 
Post), additional areas could be included in further studies so as to develop the 
representation. This could include a study that involves ‘black presses’. Analyzing the 
coverage of environmental issues within ‘black presses’ could indicate whether the 
notion of environmental racism extends to these presses and whether it is actively 
known about as well as how these issues are being covered. The framing, 
representation and agenda setting (or lack thereof) of environmental issues in ‘black 
presses’ would also indicate where the coverage of environmental issues stands in 
terms of priorities as news, to both audiences and reporters. A quantitative study 
comprised of a comparative analysis of various suburbs in Port Elizabeth, and the 
number of articles/pieces/coverage of environmental issues per suburb,  would also 
produce an interesting representation of which areas get more coverage (with regards 
to environmental issues) and how are they framed.  
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Addendum A: The Herald articles analysed  
Date Article title Page number 
April 6, 2010 Opportunity to show the world how ‘green’ 
we are making event 
7 
February 4, 2011 Pollution solution 7 
February 4, 2011 Cyclone Yasi leaves devastation in wake 7 
February 25, 2011 NZ quake toll expected to rise 7 
December 22, 2011 Action needed to save eco-services 22 
January 23, 2012 Outcry over contaminated water 4 
June 12, 2013 North End Lake needs a quick fix 10 
July 16, 2013 Venetian professor has passion for water 5 
August 6, 2013 Coega air quality in the spotlight 7 
August 13, 2013 We all must fight illegal dumping  10 
May 8, 2014 World pollution worries increase 12 
May 30, 2014 New study looks at how whales interact 
with ships 
3 
June 20, 2014 Plastic-eating microbes helping clean 
ocean 
8 
September 26, 2014 Encouraging next generation to go green 6 
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Addendum B: The Weekend Post articles analysed  
 
Date Article title Page number 
February 6, 2010  Time to plan, not moan about water 8 
February 6, 2010 Problem with water leak in sewage system 8 
February 12, 2011 Lack of action on green issues slated 4 
February 26, 2011 PE’s second river staring down barrel 8 
June 11, 2011 Clean-up starts after rain, floods 1 
November 26, 2011 Uitenhage’s sewerage system stinks 12 
September 21, 2013 Disease threat at polluted river  2 
November 16, 2013  A tale of two tips 4 
January 18, 2014 Air pollution caused by fumes 10 
January 25, 2014 Technology can combat pollution 10 
April 26, 2014  Fix waste management as metro is one big 
dump 
10 
November 8, 2014 Sewage leaks cause rash and dead animal 
worries 
5 
November 29, 2014 Sewage from leaking pipes spewing into 
Swartkops estuary 
2 
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